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NEGRO SLAVERY IN FLORIDA
b y E DWIN L. WILLIAMS J R.

Negro slavery existed in Florida long before it became American territory and the Negro began to play
his part in the drama of Florida history at a very early
date. If we are to credit the narrative of Cabeca DeVaca, as translated by Buckingham Smith, at least two
Negroes accompanied the Narvaez expedition to Florida
in 1528, though no mention is made as to whether they
1
were slave or free. One of these Negroes was among
the few survivors of this ill-fated expedition who finally
2
reached Mexico. A few Negro slaves accompanied the
great expedition of Hernando DeSoto when it came to
Florida in 1539 and numerous Negro slaves came with
DeLuna when he made an unsuccessful attempt to settle
on Pensacola bay in 1559. It is stated that many of his
3
soldiers demanded one servant at least. None of these
expeditions remained in Florida long, however, and
none of them established permanent settlements.
Pedro Menendez de Aviles, who founded the first
permanent settlement in what is now the United States
in 1565, made elaborate plans for the conquest and
colonization of Florida and contracted to take along 500
Negro slaves, but when more than 2,600 persons of
every class joined the expedition, he had no room in his
4
ships for these Negroes. Nevertheless, the Frenchmen,
Laudonniere and Le Moyne, state that Mendenez did
have some Negroes
with him who were put to work on
5
his fortifications.
The slaves mentioned above were Negroes, but it
was not long before the Indians were enslaved ; in fact,
1. Relation of Alvar Nunez Cabeca DeVaca. translated from the
Spanish by Buckingham Smith, New York, 1871, 55-116.
2. Ibid., 184.
3. Herbert Ingram Priestly, Tristan de Luna, Conquistador of the
Old South; a Study of Spanish Imperial Strategy, Glendale, California, 1936, 103.
4. Jeanette Thurber Connor, Pedro Menendez de Aviles, . . . DeLand,
1923, 77.
5. Charles A. Stakeley, “Introduction of the Negro Into the United
States, Florida, not Virginia the First State to Receive Him.”
Magazine of American History, XIV, (November, 1891) 359.
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one object of some explorers was the capture of Indians
to be enslaved and more than one expedition was made
for this purpose alone. The Florida Indians, in turn,
made slaves of all Spaniards
wrecked upon the coast
6
whom they did not kill, and Menendez made it clear
to the Indians that if any more Spaniards were killed
he would make slaves of all the Indians he captured
7
whom he did not kill, and send them to Cuba,
Slave labor, both Negro and Indian, was largely
used in the construction of the succession of forts built
at St. Augustine. At times the Indians were reported
as hired, and again were punished by forced labor on
the fortifications,
but often this was little or no different
8
from slavery.
The Florida Indians, however, were in
general too warlike to make good slaves; those of them
who became mission Indians either rebelled or were
eventually wiped out or carried into captivity by British
raiders from South Carolina and their Indian allies; and
the Spaniards in Florida were to find Negro slaves the
most dependable source of labor. The evidence, as given
above, would indicate that Negro slavery was first introduced into what is now the United States by Menendez and his successors many years before the “first”
Negroes were landed at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619.
As the Spaniards did not make any notable plantation development in Florida during their first occupation (the short-lived agricultural development of the
province of Apalachee in the seventeenth century was
carried on by mission Indians), it was not until the
period of British occupation, 1763-1783, that any significant number of Negro slaves were brought into colonial
Florida. The British authorities encouraged settlement
by a liberal policy of granting lands and by offering
bounties for the production of indigo and naval stores.
Soon after 1763 plantations were being established along
6. Jeannette Thurber Connor, Colonial Records of Spanish Florida,
. . . . , I, DeLand, 1925, 33.
7. Idem.
8. [Barcia], Ensayo Cronologico para la Historia General de la
Florida, Madrid, 1723, 204.
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the St. Johns, in the vicinity of St. Augustine, and on
down the east coast to New Smyrna, the site of Dr. Andrew9 Turnbull’s famous colony of Greeks and Minorcans.
Slaves began to be imported in considerable numbers to cultivate indigo, rice and other crops on the
plantations. In 1767 the brigantine Augustine landed 70
Negroes from Africa at St. Augustine and a year later
the British governor of East Florida wrote that Richard
Oswald, an East Florida planter, had over 100 Negroes
on his plantation. 10 Another big slave owner of British
colonial Florida (East Florida) was Denys Rolle.
Rolle’s quixotic plan for creating an extensive agricultural settlement as a scheme to rehabilitate the most
wretched and depraved classes of the English population, and at the same time to make a neat profit for himself, failed because of his lack of practical judgment and
the low moral and physical caliber of the settlers he
brought over from England. His white colonists, having
either absconded or having been seduced from him by
subordinate civil officers, Rolle turned to Negro labor
to develop his extensive land holdings of some 76,000
acres on the St. Johns, and added 150 slaves to the small
force he already owned. Rolle’s estate seems to have11
been in good running order before he left Florida.
The Turnbull colony at New Smyrna likewise enjoyed
little success in the use of white labor and eventually
broke up, the colonists (Greeks, Minorcans and Italians)
migrating to St. Augustine and Dr. Turnbull removing
12
to Charleston. From the records it appears that Negro
slavery was found to be as suitable for large scale agricultural operations in British colonial Florida as it was
later on when Florida became American territory. Cer9. Rowland H. Rerick, Memoirs of Florida, 2 vols., Atlanta, 1902,
I, 85-87.
10. Documents Illustrative of the History of the Slave Trade to
America. edited by Elizabeth Donnan, 4 vols., Washington, 1935,
IV, 245,
11. William Henry Siebert, Loyalists in East Florida, 1774-1785, 2
vols., DeLand, 1929, II, 370.
12. Charles Loch Mowat, East Florida as a British Province, 1763-1784,
Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1943, 72.
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tainly Negro slaves proved more manageable than the
white labor introduced by Rolle and Turnbull.
By 1776 the British plantations and forest industries in Florida were exporting their products in considerable quantities; 58,300 casks of indigo and 860 barrels
of rice were exported in that year, also 65,000 oranges
and two casks of orange juice. The forests contributed
50,000 feet of pine boards and timber, 190 barrels of
tar, 56 barrels of turpentine, 87,000 oak staves and
various other wood products. Deerskins, raw hides, tanned leather, honey, and even a little sugar and molasses
were exported. As time went on the exports of sugar,
rice, naval stores and timber tended to increase steadi13
ly. Certainly a large share of this increasing output
of the products of field and forest in British East Florida was due to the use of slave labor.
Slaves were brought from Georgia and South Carolina as well as from Africa. William Gerard de Brahm,
the surveyor general of the province, in his “List of
Inhabitants of East Florida, Their Employs, Business
and Qualifications, from 1763 to 1771,” gave the province in 1771
a population of about 3,000, including 900
14
Negroes. The influx of Loyalist refugees from Georgia
and South Carolina during the Revolution, especially
after the evacuation of Charleston and Savannah by the
British in 1782, brought many planters and their slaves
into East Florida. Charles Loch Mowat estimates that
by the time the British began the evacuation of East Florida after its cession to Spain by the Treaty of Paris of
1783, there were 6,090 whites and 11,285 Negroes in the
15
province, a total population of 17,375. When the province was transferred back to Spain, however, practically all the British population left, taking their slaves
with them. A Spanish census of 1786 shows only about
1,700 inhabitants in St. Augustine, mostly Minorcans,
Italians and Greeks from the abandoned New Smyrna
colony. One hundred twenty-seven Negroes were listed.
13. Siebert, op. cit. I, 67-69.
14. Mowat, op. cit. 64-66.
15. Ibid., 137.
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Most of the flourishing plantations established by the
British16settlers were abandoned and soon went back to
forest.
British West Florida, which extended from the
Apalachicola river to the Mississippi, was also ceded to
Spain by the Treaty of Paris. Its two principal towns
were Mobile and Pensacola. The province did not produce important amounts of the staple crops and the
eastern part of the province (from the Perdido to the
Apalachicola), which was later to be a part of the state
of Florida, saw little or no plantation development during the British occupation. The region around Pensacola
was sandy and not well suited to agriculture. However,
Negro slaves were owned in West Florida, particlarly
in the fertile region along the Mississippi and there was
a provincial slave code modeled after those of Georgia,
South Carolina and the sugar colonies. Most of the
families in West Florida did not own slaves and17 those
that did held only from three to eight Negroes.
The second Spanish occupation has been generally
regarded as a period of stagnation but this is an exaggeration. The exodus following the surrender of the
Floridas to Spain left East Florida especially virtually
without white inhabitants except in and around the garrison towns. The plantation system and its accompanying institution of Negro slavery began to revive again
when Spain encouraged American immigration into
Florida in the period between 1790 and 1804. In the
northeastern part of the peninsula plantations began to
spread again and by 1804 there were 4,445 inhabitants
in
18
East Florida, of whom about 2,300 were slaves. Not
only did settlers from the United States come into East
Florida and establish plantations operated with slave
labor but this province now became a base of operations
for slave smugglers who brought in cargoes of slaves
from Africa and slipped them across the northern boun16. Ibid., 147-148.
17. Cecil Johnson, British West Florida, 1763-1783, New Haven, 1943,
170-176.
18. Kathryn Trimmer Abbey, Florida - Land of Change, Chapel Hill,
1941, 100.
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dary into Georgia where slaves were in great demand.
Amelia Island and the port of Fernandina became
a
19
headquarters for these slave smuggling activities.
One of East Florida’s leading citizens in this period
was Zephaniah Kingsley, plantation owner and slave
trader on a large scale. Kingsley, the son of a Scotch
Tory exiled from South Carolina, came to East Florida
in 1803 to take up a grant of 3,300 acres of land made
to him by the Spanish government. Kingsley established
his right to the grant by introducing 74 Negro slaves
to cultivate his land-the extent of the grants made by
the Spanish government under the edict of 1790 being
determined by the number of slaves the grantee could
bring in to cultivate his lands. Kingsley lived first at St.
Augustine, moving later to Laurel Grove plantation on
the St. Johns. In 1813 he moved to Fort George Island
at the mouth of the St. Johns where he established a
plantation and the headquarters for his slave-trading
activities. His plantations were used not only for the
production of sea-island cotton and other crops, but also
as training schools for the Negroes he imported from
Africa. His slaves were so well trained and were put in
such good physical and mental condition by his shrewd
and humanitarian handling that he was able to ask and
receive a price of fifty per cent above the average market price for the slaves he brought in and smuggled
over the border. The complacency with which even the
United States Government regarded his slave-trading
activities and the scale on which he carried on this business is shown by the capture of a shipload of 350 slaves
which Kingsley was trying to land, and the sequel to
this event. The United States Coast Guard officer who
made this capture turned the Africans over to Zephaniah Kingsley as the only
man accessible who was cap20
able of caring for them.
19. Carita Doggett Corse, The Key to the Golden Islands, Chapel Hill,
1931, 119-123.
20. Philip S. May, “Zephaniah Kingsley, Nonconformist, (1765-1843),"
Florida Historical Quarterly, XXIII, (January, 1945), 145-151;
Corse, op. cit. 121.
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Kingsley was not only a slaveholder and a slave
trader, he was probably the first Floridian to make a
literary defense of the institution of slavery. He published this under the title A Treatise on the Patriarchal
System of Society As It Exists . . . Under the Name
of Slavery, With Its Necessity and Advantages, signing
it “by an inhabitant of Florida.” He defended slavery
under a benevolent patriarchal system as a state of
society in which the Negroes were happier and better
off than free whites of the laboring class. He also contended that the intelligently controlled labor of the
Negro slave was much more productive than that of the
free white, especially in the Southern low country where
21
the climate was unhealthy for whites. Kingsley practiced what he preached as he was a kind master and even
married one of his slaves, and recognized his children
by his slave concubines or lesser wives on his different
plantations. In 1839 he moved his wife and children to
Haiti as he feared that
American law would not uphold
22
their property rights.
In spite of the activities of Kingsley and a few
other large planters the plantation system and the accompanying institution of slavery was not destined to
flourish as long as Spain held Florida. The economic
development of the provinces was retarded by the weakness and unprogressive nature of the Spanish colonial
administration, by internal troubles and foreign invasions in both East and West Florida, and by the fact
that the Indians actually controlled much of the territory.
Much of the friction which developed in the relations between the United States and Spain and, to a
large extent, the frequent violations of Spain’s sovereignty by American armed forces, can be blamed on the
institution of slavery. Spain, with her home land ravag21. [Zephaniah Kingsley], A Treatise on the Patriarchal System of
Society as It Exists in Some Governments and Colonies in America,
and in the United States, under the Name of Slavery, with Its
Necessity and Advantages, (fourth edition) 1834, 5-7.
22. Corse, op. cit. 126.
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ed and exhausted by the long struggle with Napoleon’s
armies, and her colonial empire wracked by revolution,
was too weak to maintain order in Florida and to prevent the Indians from raiding across the borders into
American territory or to keep them from offering
refuge to runaway slaves even when she desired to do
so. Both East and West Florida were from time to time
invaded by American armed forces, ostensibly to punish
Indians and runaway Negroes for their depredations
on the Americans living along the frontier. In 1816
General Clinch crossed the border and destroyed the
famous “Negro Fort” on the Apalachicola river in
Spanish territory. It was inevitable that this fort, built
and armed by the British during the War of 1812 and
afterward turned over by them to the large community
of runaway Negroes living on the Apalachicola, should
be looked upon as an intolerable menace to the security
of the planters and farmer’s who lived nearby in the
slave-holding states of Georgia and Alabama. Secretary
of State John Quincy Adams termed it “a seat of
23
banditti and the receptacle for runaway slaves." Hence
its destruction by American armed forces when Spain
did nothing to suppress the menace.
East Florida also suffered incursions from time to
time. Slave-catchers from adjoining states made extended forays into Florida and frequently seized slaves belonging to the Indians as well as the fugitive slaves they
were looking for. They also robbed a number of Spanish
and other settlers in Florida, carrying off their slaves
and other property. Claims for indemnity for these
24
stolen slaves were before Congress as late as 1860.
And it is reasonable to believe, as charged, that these
slave-catchers also kidnapped free Negroes whenever
the opportunity presented itself and carried them off
into slavery.
When Florida finally became United States territory in 1821, new regions were opened up for the expan23. Rerick, op. cit. I, 126-127.
24. Charles H. Coe, Red Patriots - The Story of the Seminoles, Cincinnati, 1898, 16.
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sion of the plantation area by planters and farmers from
the worn-out lands of the Old South who were looking
for virgin soil to exploit. Florida, which had known
Negro slavery on a small scale for centuries, was now
to see it expand into hitherto undeveloped regions with
the inrush of settlers from the Southern states into the
now available fertile lands of Middle Florida. The extension of the plantation system of the Old South into
the region between the Suwannee and the Apalachicola
gave the institution of slavery a firm foothold in an area
which was to become the richest and most populous part
of the ante-bellum state. Another result was that Negro
slavery took on an economic and social importance in
Florida which it had not enjoyed in the easy-going colonial days when it was largely confined to the areas immediately surrounding the towns of Pensacola, St. Augustine and Fernandina and a few scattered plantations along the St. Johns river and along the upper
East Coast. It also spelled the doom of the Seminole
Indian in Florida. The plantation regime could not permit a people who offered refuge and sympathy to
escaped slaves to exist in the same geographical area.
Numerous planters and farmers from Georgia, Alabama, the Carolinas, Virginia and other Southern states
migrated into Middle Florida in the '20’s and '30’s,
some bringing many slaves with them. By 1830 the
population of the territory numbered 34,730. Of these,
15,501 were Negro slaves and there were 844 free Ne25
groes. Thus as early as 1830 nearly one-half of the
population was made up of Negro slaves. Perhaps the
proportion of slave population to free population was
slightly less than it had been in the Spanish province of
East Florida in 1804, but the total number of slaves had
become much greater, the institution of slavery now
being firmly established in the region west of the
Suwannee, and slaveholders were assuming a political
ascendancy they had not enjoyed heretofore.
25. Roland M. Harper, “Ante-Bellum Census Enumerations in Florida,”
Florida Historical Quarterly, VI, (July 1927), 42.
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The advent of the Southern slaveholder and the
Southern plantation system into Florida brought to
bear on the Seminoles a pressure which was to eventually force the majority of them into western exile,
though not without a ruinous conflict which was to last
for seven years and which was finally brought to a successful conclusion only by a heavy expenditure of blood
and treasure. The aggressiveness of slave-hunters and
the encroachments of land-hungry pioneers played
about an equal part in bringing on the Seminole War.
The Federal government sought to put into effect
in Florida the policy of Indian removal which was being
followed in general for all the Indian tribes east of the
Mississippi. But in Florida the large number of Negroes
among the Seminoles was an added difficulty and greatly complicated the undertaking.
By the Treaty of Fort Moultrie in 1823 the Seminoles agreed to give up claim to all the territory of Florida except a rather sketchily bounded area in the interior
of the peninsula stretching south from the Withlacoochee river to the vicinity of Charlotte Harbor. The Federal government agreed to safeguard the rights of the
Indians, to give them supplies for removal and other
compensation and to keep white persons out of the Indian territory. The inevitable “Ethiopian in the woodpile” came to light in the seventh article of the treaty
which stipulated that the chiefs and tribes should be
vigilant not to permit runaway slaves to pass through
or take refuge in their district and that they should apprehend any such fugitives and turn them over to the
26
agent. This provision of the treaty laid the Seminoles,
who had Negro property of their own, open to the depredations of slave-catchers.
The territory assigned to the Indians proved unsatisfactory. Indians roamed outside their boundaries
and the white settlers threatened to use violent means
to keep them within their limits. To make matters worse
26. John Titcomb Sprague, The Origin, Progress and Conclusion of
the Florida War, New York 1848, 20-21.
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the whites began at once to lay claim to slaves belonging to the Indians. It seemed to make no difference if
the slaves had been born among the Indians or had been
bought by the Indians from the whites in good faith.
These claims were pushed with such vigor, and popular
opinion among the whites was so wrought up, that Governor DuVal gave orders to withhold the annuities
promised to the chiefs by the treaty until they gave up
the slaves. The Indians were further victimized by
whites who stole their cattle, hogs and horses. Whites
made armed attacks on Indians and the outraged Indians began to retaliate in spite of the efforts of the
more levelheaded chiefs, who endeavored to hold them
in check and to secure justice peacefully. By 1830 the
relations with the Indians had reached a critical stage
and open warfare was a prospect. The efforts of the
Indian agent, Col. Gad Humphreys, to enforce the terms
of the treaty and to secure justice for the Indians final27
ly resulted in his dismissal by the War Department.
The Federal government made an attempt in 1832
to secure the emigration of the Indians to the West by
the treaty of Payne’s Landing, but the “Indian negroes,” refused to go, fearing they would be seized by
the whites if they surrendered to go West. These Negroes had a great influence over the councils of the
Seminoles, so great indeed that the Seminoles did not
28
consent to emigration until the Negroes capitulated.
From the viewpoint of most Floridians the presence
of the Seminoles and their Negroes was a continuous
27. Ibid., 27-71; see also Coe, op. cit. 40-43. Coe quotes the Seminole
chiefs as protesting at a meeting held at the Indian agency on
April 17, 1828 “that many of their negroes, horses and cattle were
in the hands of the whites, for which they were unable to obtain
compensation.” Coe also points out that the “Indian negroes”
enjoyed a great deal more freedom and much milder treatment
than those owned by the whites so would not leave their Indian
masters voluntarily.
28. Sprague, op. cit., 7-89. For an example of the influence of the
Negroes over the Seminoles see Ethan Allen Hithcock, Fifty Years
in Camp and Field. New York, 1909, 78-83. According to Hitchcock,
Micanopy, the Head Chief of the Seminoles, would never have
signed the treaty of Payne’s Landing if Abram, his Negro counsellor (“sense-bearer”) had not influenced him to do so.
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menace, not only to their valuable slave property but to
their very lives and safety. They feared that the plantation Negroes would join with the Indians and the "Indian negroes” in case of war. These fears were substantiated in a few cases when the war broke out in 1835. On
the night of December 26 Emathla (King Philip) and
his band fell on the St. Johns plantations, plundering
and burning. King Philip was ably seconded in this attack by John Caesar, his Negro associate and advisor.
On December 28 the worst military disaster of the war
befell the whites when Micanopy’s band of Seminoles
ambused and wiped out Major Francis Dade’s company
of over one hundred men. Louis Pacheco, the Negro
slave who was hired as a guide for Dade’s forces, is
thought to have been in communication with the Indians
and to have informed them as to the line of march so a
careful ambush could be prepared. In the attack on
Dade’s troops Micanopy was accompanied by Abram,
his Negro “sense-bearer,” and by other Negroes who
participated in the massacre. To make matters worse
many plantation slaves joined the Indians. Other slaves
gave them aid by furnishing them with supplies and
29
information.
The long duration of the war was in large part due
to the help the Seminoles received from their black allies.
The weight of historical evidence seems to indicate
that a peaceful migration of the Seminoles might have
been secured and the war avoided if the slavery question had not been injected into the handling of the Indian problem in Florida. And the war itself was prolonged by efforts on the part of the whites to seize Negroes
living with the Indians every time there was a suspension of hostilities. Indeed many Floridians objected to
the Indians going to the West until they had returned
to their owners the30slaves who had escaped from their
masters in Florida. Joshua R. Giddings, Congressman
29. Kenneth Wiggins Porter, “Florida Slaves and Free Negroes in the
Seminole War, 1835-1842,” Journal of American Negro History,
XXVIII, (October, 1943), 393-417.
30. Joshua R. Giddings, Speeches in Congress, Boston, 1853, 13.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol28/iss2/3

12

Williams, Jr.: Negro Slavery in Florida
NEGRO SLAVERY

IN

FLORIDA

105

from Ohio and an inveterate enemy of slavery, went so
far as to condemn the war as a slave hunt carried on by
the United States Army. 31 Thus the institution of Negro
slavery, plus the habitual rapacity of the white man in
his dealings with the Indians, must bear a large share
of the blame for the devastating Indian War.
Yet the growth of Negro slavery in Florida was not
seriously hampered by the Indian War. The cotton-growing counties of Middle Florida, where the greatest concentration of Negro slaves was to be found, were little
touched by the war with the Seminoles. The farmers and
planters of East Florida and the pioneer settlers along
the southern frontier in the peninsula bore the brunt
of the conflict. When the United States military authorities finally began to follow a policy of shipping to the
West with the Indians all the Negroes who were claimed
by them, regardless of the claims of whites to ownership, the Negroes and Indians began to come in and
surrender in large numbers and the war was brought to
a successful termination. The hardships of protracted
war had made the runaways and other Negroes amenable to the idea of emigration if they were allowed to
go West with the Indians rather than being turned over
to white masters. The military authorities felt it was
better to send West even those runaway Negroes to
whom Florida owners had perfectly legal claims than
to have them remain in the swamps to form hostile bands
to raid the frontiers and furnish encouragement for
other slaves to run away from their masters and do like32
wise . Now the slaveowners could put away their fears
of wholesale escapes by their slaves and of servile insurrections incited by the Indians and their Negro allies.
This was a relief not only to the Florida planters but
to those of adjacent states. One Georgia historian says:
31. Ibid., 26.
32. Porter, op. cit. 418-419. An example of the eagerness of the authorities to get rid of the Indians and their Negro allies is shown in
the case of Louis Pacheco, Major Dade’s treacherous Negro guide.
Louis was claimed by the Indian Chief Jumper and he was rushed
to the West despite the fact that it was well known that his legal
owner was Mrs. Antonio Pacheco of Florida.
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“The removal of the Seminoles from Florida can be
definitely linked to Georgia planters, and Seaton Grantland, a Congressman in Washington, wrote Farish
Carter, one of the State’s wealthiest plantation
owners,
33
about ‘our bill’to remove the Seminoles."
Yet we find Floridians continuing to be agitated
from time to time about the remnant of Seminoles who
remained in the wilds of South Florida after the successful conclusion of the war in 1842, a group of some
34
360 men, women and children. A letter of David Levy
(Yulee), Florida’s delegate in Congress, to a committee
of St. Johns county Democrats strongly criticized the
Federal government for leaving even a remnant of Indians in Florida, as it would furnish a refuge for fugi35
tive slaves. In 1851 the State Assembly passed an act
providing for the final
removal of the Indians now re36
maining in Florida. It might be said that this act was
ignored by the Seminoles in their Everglades haunts.
The Seminoles still roam the 'Glades but the planter
aristocracy is gone.
In spite of Indian troubles the number of Negro
slaves in Florida increased steadily from 15,501 in 1830.
By 1840 there were 25,717 slaves and 817 free Negroes
37
out of a total population of 54,477. On entering the
Union in 1845 Florida had a population of about 70,000,
of whom 50.7 per cent were whites, 0.8 per cent free
38
Negroes, and 48.5 per cent slaves. This means there
were 33,950 slaves and about 560 free Negroes in Florida in 1845, nearly half of the population being Negro.
By 1850 there were 39,310 slaves and 932 free Negroes
39
out of a total population of 87,445. Though the slave
33. James E. Galloway, The Early Settlement of Georgia, Athens,
Georgia, 1948, 99.
34. Sprague, op. cit. 512.
35. St. Augustine Florida Herald, December 3, 1844.
36. Tallahassee, Floridian, January 11, 1851.
37. Roland M. Harper, “Ante-Bellum Census Enumerations in Florida,”
Florida Historical Quarterly, VI (July, 1927), 42-44; Executive
Documents, no. 208, 25th Congress, 3rd Session, IV, 25. The figures
for 1830 and 1840 are taken from Harper, those for 1838 are from
the territorial census as printed in Executive Document no. 208.
38. Roland M. Harper, op. cit., 46.
39. Seventh Census of the United States, 1850, 401.
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population had increased the white population was increasing faster since slaves made up only 45 per cent of
the whole in 1850. The state census of 1855 shows the
Negro slave population to have risen to 49,526, and the
number of free Negroes had dropped from 932 to 804.
In the six counties of Holmes, Calhoun, Nassau, Brevard, Dade and Monroe there had been a decrease of
slaves totaling 386. It is noteworthy that these counties
are in West Florida (Holmes and Calhoun), East Florida (Nassau) and South Florida (Brevard, Dade and
Monroe) ; none
of them in the plantation region of Mid40
dle Florida. Slaves now comprised about 44.6 per cent
of Florida’s population. By 1860 the slave population
in Florida was 61,745 as compared to 77,746 whites and
there were 932 free Negroes, the same number as in
41
1850. Thus by 1860 slaves made up 43.9 per cent of
the population.
The general trend over the three decades from 1830
to 1860 was for an absolute increase of the slave population over the whole period, but at a decreasing rate. In
1840 the percentage of increase for the preceding decade
42
was 65.9, in 1850 it was 52.9 and in 1860 it was 51.7.
On the other hand the white population after 1840 grew
more rapidly than the Negro population and increased its lead in both decades after 1840. This is due to the
end of the Indian War in 1842 and the Armed Settlement Act which brought a sharp increase in the number
of settlers coming into East Florida and South Florida,
sections where the pioneer and the small farmer
predominated and relatively few slaves were to be found.
During most of this period Florida was a slave
43
importing state, at first almost entirely so. The natural
increase of Florida’s slave population was not sufficient
to provide the necessary labor to cultivate the planta40. Florida House Journal, 1855, Adjourned Session, Appendix 24-25.
41. The Statistics of the Population of the United States, etc., Compiled from the Ninth Census, 1870, 18.
42. Idem.
43. Frederic Bancroft, Slave-Trading in the Old South, Baltimore,
1931, 383.
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tions and farms being cleared and put into cultivation as
planters and farmers poured in looking for cheap new
lands. Many of the planters and farmers coming into
Florida from the states of the Old South brought their
slaves with them. Some slaves were smuggled in from
Africa or the West Indies despite federal and local laws
forbidding the importation of slaves from abroad. Evidence of such a clandestine trade is necessarily fragmentary and there is no way of determining the extent
of the illegal slavetrade. While Florida was still a Spanish possession slaves had been landed in Florida and
smuggled across the border into the United States.
Amelia Island, as we have seen, was a headquarters for
slave smugglers in the troublous years prior to the pur44
chase of Florida by the United States. There is on
record the case of the schooner Emperor, which in 1837
landed a gang of 8 Negroes who had been brought to
Havana from Africa, and shipped thence to Florida.
The Negroes were taken into the custody of the United
States marshal for Florida and smugglers were indicted.
There is no record that they were convicted nor of what
disposal was made of the Negroes.45 The schooner was
confiscated and sold by court order. Twenty years later
Floridians in high position favored the trade in principle, though admitting practical difficulties. Governor
Madison Ferry said in 1858 that the circumstances were
not propitious for a reopening of the African slave
trade but that he believed the
time was coming when it
46
would be legalized again.
Although there are no
authentic, accounts of the smuggling of slaves into Florida in the decade 1850-1860, we do read of a slave depot
and hospital maintained at Key West as a receiving
center for the human cargoes of slavers captured by
44. William Edward Burghardt Du Bois, The Suppression of the
African Slave-Trade to the United States of America, 1638-1870,
New York, 1904, 383.
45. Dorothy Dodd, “The Schooner Emperor, An Incident of the Illegal
Slave Trade in Florida,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XIII
(January, 1935), 123-128.
46. Ibid, 119-120.
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United States naval vessels operating out of that port.
In an article about the slave trade entitled “The Cry Is
‘Still They Come,’” the Fernandina East Floridian for
June 7, 1860, tells of recent captures of slave cargoes by
the Key West naval squadron with the comment that
there is unusual activity in the slave trade and that
Cuban and Brazilian planters have no difficulty in getting freshly imported slaves. The article took the position that the moral and social condition of the 1500
Africans held in the slave depot at Key West would be
greatly improved by letting them remain in the United
States as slaves rather than sending them back to the
perils of their native wilds. In conclusion it is rather
wistfully remarked that “. . . if they [the 1500 Africans]
could remain and were being made Christians of, they
could at the same moment be usefully employed in adding to the productive capital of the country. Fifteen
hundred darkies could clear many a hammock and make
many a bale of cotton.”
Despite this wishful thinking, the African slave
trade was and could never have been reopened, and the
state obtained most of her slaves through legal channels. Florida belonged to that group of states (Alabama,
Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, Louisiana and
Texas) with new lands and expanding plantations which
brought slaves from the older states of the South (Maryland, Virginia and the Carolinas) where the plantation
system was on the decline and a surplus stock of slaves
was available for the legal if more or less disreputable
48
channels of the domestic slave trade. Many of Florida’s slaves were bought from Georgia slave traders. In
the decade of the fifties Joseph Bryan, Savannah’s
leading slave trader, had a virtual monopoly of much
49
of the slave trade of northern Florida. Florida had no
47. Fernandina East Floridian, May 31, 1860, reprinted from Key
West Key of the Gulf.
48. Bancroft, op. cit., 383. Bancroft contended that the total number
of slaves smuggled into the South was actually quite small; his
estimate was that about 5,000 were smuggled in between 1850 and
1860. See footnote 18, pp. 394-395.
49. Ibid., 323.
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laws barring the importation of slaves from other states
50
(with the exception of slaves convicted of crime).
Article XVI of the state constitution explicitly provided
that the General Assembly should not have the power
to prevent persons moving into the state from “Bringing with them, such persons as may be deemed slaves,
by the laws of any one of the United States: Provided,
they shall have power to enact laws to prevent the introduction of any slaves, who may have committed crimes
51
in other States." Thus it may be said that Florida
tacitly encouraged the importation of slaves from other
parts of the United States. Also as new plantation areas
were opened up in Florida there was a tendency to take
slaves from the old plantation counties to furnish labor
forces for the new plantations; for instance the Bradens
and the Gambles took slaves from Leon county to staff
the sugar plantations they established in the Manatee
52
region.
50. Ibid., 272.
51. Journal of the Constitutional Convention, St. Joseph, 1838.
52. Lillie B. McDuffee, The Lures of Manatee, A True Story of South
Florida’s Glamorous Past, Nashville, 1933, 33-35.

(To be concluded in the next issue).
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